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The Subjunctive Mode in Elementary German Instruction. 



By Prof. M. B. Evans» Ph. D., University of Wisconsin. 



This paper is the result of several general discussions on the use and teach- 
ing of the subjunctive mode in German held by the "Wissenschaftliche Abteilung" 
of the "Germanistische Gesellschaft", of the University of Wisconsin. 

On many points we disagreed, not only with the treatment of the mode in the 
numerous text-books at our disposal, buteven among ourselves. Finally, what is 
submitted below was agreed upon as at present the most feasible manner of 
presenting this perplexing subject to elementary students. 

It cannot be too definitely stated that our purpose was purely pedagogical; 
we tried to keep always bef ore us the needs of the elementary student of German, 
whether in the f our year High School course or during the first two years of the 
University. 

In the hope that the results of our discussions might prove helpful to teachers 
of German elsewhere, it was decided to make them public 

We have taken our material wherever we could find it, but special indebted- 
ness is due W. Wilmanns, Deutsche Grammatik (Dritte Abteilung: 
1. Hälfte), Strassburg 1906, which was very freely used, and to Curme, 
A Grammar of the German Language, New York 1905. 

Three modes axe distinguished by the German verb — the indicative, 
the imperative and the subjunctive. Of these the indicative is the most 
common, but at the same time the most colorless. Imperative and sub- 
junctive designate the statement of the verb as something subjective. The 
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indicative eliminates the subjective element; it has as mode merely nega- 
tive significance. Imperative and subjunctive may then be regarded as 
subjective modes, but not with the same degree of truth may one speak of 
the indicative as the objective mode ; it simply presents f acts and is of ten 
used in statements which the Speaker himself does not regard as true. 

In choice literary language and in everyday speech there are also very 
distinct differences in the use of indicative and subjunctive. In the 
former the subjunctive is still usual in many cases where in the latter its 
place has been usurped by the indicative. In both the literary and, more 
rapidly, in the colloquial language, however, the subjunctive, especially 
the subjunctive of the present tense, is continually losing ground. For 
this reason one finds the subjunctive more frequently in the writings of 
the classical period (the age of Goethe and Schiller) than in the works of 
the more modern authors. 

Then too, the use of the subjunctive varies materially in the different 
parts of Germany; and, because the subjective element is so pronounced, 
even with individuals from the same district the usage may not be 
identical. One may say that, on the whole, North Germany is less con- 
servative in the use of the subjunctive than South Germany. 

In such cases, therefore, where a difference in usage is allowed, the 
subjunctive is more regularly found in former periods than at present, in 
choice literary language than in colloquial language, in writers and 
Speakers of the South than in those of the North. 

What is here presented are simply the general principles which are 
practically everywhere recognized, where correct German is spoken. 
I. The Use of the Subjunctive in Principal Clauses. 

A. The Present Subjunctive in Principal Clauses. 

1. As a Substitute for missing imperative forms. 
The imperative normally expresses a command, which, however, is 
of ten weakened to a simple request. Compare : Komm, sonst lass' ich dich 
allein! and komm doch, sonst muss ich allein gehen! 

Consequently it is but natural that the imperative which has but two 
forms in modern German (the second person, singular and plural) should 
supply the missing forms from the subjunctive. 

Man mache Raum! — er nehme seine Weite! 
Gehen wir! Es ist Zeit 
Gestatten die Herren! 
But it often happens that on account of the close relationship between 
the imperative and the optative (cf. 2 below) that the same clause may 
express either a command (imperative) or a wish (optative) ; e. g. an 
angry judge commanding a prisoner — Nehmen Sie Platz! — but a 
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gentleman addressing a lady — Nehmen Sie Platz! In such cases the 
decision as to the mode used depends lipon the intonation or the context. 
2. To express a wish. 

a. In certain set phrases. 

Lang lebe der König! 
Behüte Gott! 
To a certain extent this is a literary usage ; colloquially a periphrasis 
with mögen is very common: Möge das neue Jahr Ihnen viel Gutes 
bringen! 

b. As the mode of polite address; especially frequent in the third 
person plural. 

Seien Sie willkommen! 

Erlauben Sie mir, dass 

No hard and fast line of distinction can be drawn between the clauses 
under this category and many of those tmder 1. above. Here might also 
be included : 

Gestatten die Herren! 
Nehmen Sie Platz! 
Gehen wir! Es ist Zeit. 
The intonation or the context must decide. 

These too may be classed under the head of set phrases, but they be- 
long more to the colloquial langnage than those under a. Here a peri- 
phrasis with wollen is frequent, which gives a greater degree of politeness 
to the request than the simple subjunctive: Wollen die Herren Platz 
nehmen! 

B. The Preterite Subjunctive in Principal Clauses (Modus Irrealis). 

1. To express unreality. 
The preterite subjunctive in principal clauses most frequently ex- 
presses unreality, though not necessarily unreality pure and simple, but 
rather an unreality which is based upon the unreality of another idea. 

Einem artigeren Kinde gäbe ich ein Geschenk (or, würde ich .... 

geben). 
I do not give the present, the child was not sufficiently well 
behaved. 
Such sentences, which contain an unreal condition, are practically 
equivalent to the unreal conditional sentences (cf. II, B. 1). Exactly 
the same idea as in the above may be expressed : Wenn das Kind artiger 
wäre, würde ich ihm ein Geschenk geben. 

The preterite subjunctive refers to present or f uture time ; to express 
past time the pluperfect subjunctive must be used. 
Bei schönerem Wetter wäre ich gekommen. 
I did not come, the weather was not fine. 
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2. To express a wish. 

Very frequently the preterite subjunctive is used to express a wish 
that has no immediate prospect of realization, or towards the realization 
of which the Speaker can himself do nothing; i. e., a slight modification of 
the modus irrealis. 

Lebte er doch noch! 
Käme er doch! 
Stürbe er doch! 
As above, past time is also here denoted by the pluperf ect subjunctive. 

Wäre er doch gekommen! 
Special attention should be paid to the use of doch in all the examples 
given, emphasizing as it does the idea of unreality; in place of this par- 
ticle nur or doch nur are also used, though less frequently than doch. 

At times this construction loses the element of unreality and is em- 
ployed simply to express a wish. In these cases it is not to be distinguished 
from I. A. 2. 

Käme er bald! 
Hätte er es gesehen! 
Unless, however, the connection or context very clearly and distinctly 
points to the contrary, a pluperf ect subjunctive will always be feit as 
unreal. 

Quite generally in everyday language periphrases are used with 
mögen, können, wollen. 

Ach! könnte ich ihn doch sehen! 
Möchte er bald zur Besinnung kommen! 
Present time in wishes may also be denoted by the present subjunctive 
(cf. I. A. 2. above) ; past time, however, only by the pluperfect sub- 
junctive. 

3. The deliberative use of the preterite subjunctive. 

To designate unreality is the first and f oremost function of the pre- 
terite subjunctive, but it is also used to express deliberation or doubt. 
Wäre es möglich ? 

Könnte ich nicht mehr, wie ich wollte ? 
Du wärst so falsch gewesen? 
From this deliberative use of the preterite subjunctive there deve- 
loped easily another — the use of the same mode in questions spoken with 
a certain careful or modest reserve. 

Tätest du mir wohl einen Gefallen? 
Wäre es erlaubt, einzutreten? 
In periphrasis möchte, könnte, sollte are current; dürfte is especially 
frequent in modestly stated questions. 
Dürfte ich eintreten? 
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Something akin to this deliberative use of the preterite subjunctive is 
also to be seen in such sentences as : 

Ueber den Berg wären wir! (Well, Tiere we are at last over the 

mountain!) 
Das wäre nun glücklich vollbracht! (Well, that's now successfully 
completed!) 
Here there is not the slightest hint of unreality, rather the exact op- 
posite; a statement is made, the truth and reality of which is perfectly 
evident. The Speaker, however, still has in mind the difficulties that have 
been overeome, the length of time that has elapsed, — in this way an de- 
ment of deliberation is introduced which explains the use of the sub- 
junctive. 

II. The Use of the Subjunctive in Subordinate Clauses. 
A. The Present Subjunctive in Subordinate Clauses. 
The use of the present subjunctive in subordinate clauses is rare, 
save in indirect discourse (cf. C. below). 

1. In exceptive clauses. 

The present subjunctive still occurs occasionally in poetry or some- 
what archaic prose in exceptive clauses. 

Aber ein Mensch kann sich nichts nehmen, es werde ihm denn ge- 
geben vom Himmel. 
But even here the preterite subjunctive is always possible, and prefer- 
able where the fornis of the present indicative and subjunctive are 
identical. 

Die Nürnberger hängen keinen, sie hätten ihn denn. 

2. In concessive clauses. 

The present subjunctive may be used in subordinate clauses to con- 
cede or admit that something may be true, but the indicative of the main 
clause, on the other hand, affirms that in spite of this admission, the asser- 
tion of the main clause is to be maintained and defended. 
Der Berg sei noch so hoch, ich ersteige ihn. 
Man kann es ihm nicht recht machen, was man auch tue. 
But in all such sentences periphrases with mögen and, less f requently, 
können (generally in the indicative) are quite commonly used. 
Der Berg mag noch so hoch sein, ich ersteige ihn. 
Man kann es ihm nicht recht machen, was man auch tun mag. 
Or, even the indicative of the verb itself is permissible. 
Ist der Berg noch so hoch, ich ersteige ihn. 
Man kann es ihm nicht recht machen, was man auch tut. 
B. The Preterite Subjunctive in Subordinate Clauses. 
1. In unreal conditional sentences. 
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The main use of the preterite subjunetive in subordinate clauses is in 
unreal conditional sentences or conditions contrary to f act. 

Eef erring to present or future time, the preterite subjunetive is used; 
referring to past time the pluperfeet snbjunctive. 

Wenn ich Zeit hätte, schriebe ich den Brief (würde ich 

schreiben). 
Wenn ich Zeit gehabt hätte, hätte ich den Brief geschrieben 

(würde ich geschrieben haben). 

Usually both the main and the subordinate clause are in the sub- 
junetive; but sometimes the preterite indieative, taking place of the plu- 
perfeet subjunetive, is used in either or both to express greater assurance 
or certainty. 

Mit diesem Pfeil durchschoss ich Euch, wenn ich mein liebes Kind 

getroffen hätte. 
Kamst du nicht im rechten Augenblick, so war ich verloren. 
2. In subordinate clauses introduced by als wenn or als ob. 
These are treated exactly as unreal conditions. 

Es schien, als ob der Mann gefallen wäre. 
The ob or wenn is frequently omitted', in which case the clause takes 
the inverted order. 

Es schien, als wäre der Mann gefallen. 
Occasionally present subjunetive forms oeeur here, though generally 
only in choiee language, and with a slightly different shade of meaning. 

Es war ihm, als höre er den Nachtwächter in der Ferne die Stunde 
rufen. 
The use of the present lessens the degree of unreality — it was his belief 
that he heard the night-watehman calling the hour. 
C. Indirect Discourse. 

Under this head indirect questions and clauses of purpose introduced 
by dass or damit will also be discussed, as the use of the subjunetive cor- 
responds, at the present time, almost exactly in all three categories. 

Indirect sentences are primarily sentences in which the words of an- 
other (or, of oneself, spoken at some other time) are given in the form 
of a report. 

Direct: Er sagte: „Es ist zu spät/' 
Indirect : Er sagte, es sei zu spät. 

The characteristic signs of indirect discourse are changes in the per- 
son, the tense and the mode of the reported statement. 

The change of person is determined aeeording to the standpoint of 
the one making the report. 

To a much less extent is this true of the changes in tense and mode. 
1. Sequence of tenses. 
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This naine, taken over f rom Latin grammar, may prove misleading to 
students who have already begun the study of Latin. It should be dis- 
tinctly understood that sequence of tense in German does not to any ex- 
tent agree with the rules of Latin grammar. 

Of first importance for the determination of the tense to be used in 
the indirect sentence is the tense of the direct discourse. 

Present or perfect, future or future perfect tenses of the direct dis- 
course are preserved in the indirect wherever the corresponding forms are 
distinguished from the indicative; otherwise, the forms of the preterite or 
the pluperfeet subjunctive, the present or past conditional are used. 
Direct : Indirect : 

Ich habe ein Buch — Er sagte, er habe ein Buch. 

Ich werde kommen — Er sagte, er werde kommen. 

Ich habe es getan — Er sagte, er habe es getan. 

Ich werde es innerhalb einer — Er sagte, er werde es innerhalb einer 
Woche getan haben Woche getan haben. 

But, 

Wir haben ein Buch. — Sie sagten, sie hätten ein Buch. 

Wir werden kommen — Sie sagten, sie würden kommen. 

Wir haben es getan — Sie sagten, sie hätten es getan. 

Wir werden es innerhalb einer — ■ Sie sagten, sie würden es innerhalb 

Woche getan haben einer Woche getan haben. 

It should be stated that in actual practice much confusion exists 
between the two groups, very often, apparently even with increasing fre- 
quency, preterite or pluperfeet subjunctive forms are used even when dis- 
tinet subjunctive forms of the present and perfect exist. In his own com- 
position work, however, the student should be advised in elementary Ger- 
man to hold closely to the rule as given above. 

Preterite and pluperfeet tenses of the direct discourse are changed to 
perfect or pluperfeet subjunctive under the same conditions. 

Direct : Indirect : 

Ich tat es ) 

T , , , , , > Er sagte, er habe es getan. 

Ich hatte es getan j * * 

But, 

Wir taten es } n . J .,..,, 

Tr7 . , ,, , > — oie sagten, sie hatten es getan. 

Wir hatten es getan j * * 

That is, preterite, perfect and pluperfeet indicatives of the direct dis- 
course become identical in the indirect form. The time must be deter- 
mined here by the context. 

A present indicative of direct discourse with future significance is 
generally regarded in the indirect form as a future tense. 
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Direct : Indirect : 

Ich komme gleich — Er sagte, er werde gleich kommen. 

2. Mode. 

The mode of indirect discourse depends : 

a. Upon the mode of the direct discourse. 

A subjunctive in the direct discourse is of course always retained in 
the indirect. 

Direct : Indirect : 

Ich wäre gern gegangen — Er sagte (or sagt), er wäre gern gegangen. 
For an imperative of the direct discourse a periphrasis with sollen or 
mögen is used. 

Direct : Indirect : 

Gehen Sie schnell! — Er sagte (or sagt) mir, ich solle (or möge) schnell 

gehen. 

b. Upon the tense of the verb introducing the indirect discourse. 

aa. After a present tense of the main verb an indicative of the direct 
discourse is retained in the indirect. 

Direct : Indirect : 

Es ist spät — Er sagt, dass es spät ist. 

Sie ist hier — Er weiss, dass sie hier ist. 

Er wird alt — Er fühlt, dass er alt wird. 

Man beobachtet ihn — Er merkt, dass man ihn beobachtet. 
Even in Statements which the Speaker knows to be f alse the indicative 
should be retained after a present tense. 

Er gibt vor, dass er mich nicht gesehen hat. 
bb. After a past tense of the main verb the subjunctive, subject to 
the rules of sequence, is to be used, even when the subordinate clause 
states a definite fact. 

Er sagte, dass es spät sei. 
Er wusste, dass sie hier sei. 
Er fühlte, dass er alt werde. 
This statement of the use of the subjunctive mode in indirect dis- 
course is in accordance with modern usage. The student will find many 
exceptions not only in classical prose and poetry, but also in choice literary 
language of today. For the sake of simplicity he should, however, in his 
own work keep closely to these simple rules. 

3. Indirect questions. 

The use of the subjunctive in indirect questions runs parallel to the 
use of the subjunctive in indirect discourse. After a present tense the in- 
dicative should be used, after a past the subjunctive, subject to the rules 
of sequence. 
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Sie fragt, will wissen, weiss nicht, ob er zu Hause ist 

ob er gestern in der Stadt war. 
ob er bald wieder kommt 
Sie fragte, wollte wissen, wusste nicht, ob er zu Hause sei. 

ob er gestern in der Stadt ge- 
wesen sei. 
ob er bald wieder komme (or 
kommen werde). 
4. Purpose clauses with dass or damit. 

Here, too, present usage tends to run parallel to the use of the sub- 
junctive in indirect discourse. After a present tense the indicative is 
usual, after a past the subjunctive. 

Er bindet den Baum an, damit er gerade wächst. 
Er band den Baum an, damit er gerade wachse. 
While this treatment of purpose clauses is recommended for elemen- 
tary instruction, it should be stated, however, that the subjunctive after a 
present tense is not as infrequent here as in indirect discourse and indirect 
questions. The first example above may also appear as: Er bindet den 
Baum an, damit er gerade wachse. 

Here, as generali}', the indicative is more usual in everyday speech, 
the subjunctive in more choiee language. 



Statistisches zum gegenwärtigen Stande des deutschen 
Unterrichts an den amerikanischen Universitäten. 



Von Prof. E. C. Roedder, Ph. D., Staatsuniversität von Wisconsin. 



Im Laufe der ersten Novemberwoche des Jahres versandte ich an 
eine Eeihe unserer amerikanischen Universitäten einen Fragebogen mit 
der Bitte um zahlenmässige Angaben zum deutschen Unterricht, z. B. der 
Gesamtzahl der Eintragungen in der Abteilung, der Zahl der Studieren- 
den in den ersten Jahrgängen, der Lehrkräfte u. dgl. Mit liebenswür- 
diger Bereitwilligkeit haben eine ganze Reihe Leiter der Abteilungen 
meinem Ersuchen entsprochen, manche mit ausführlichen Darstellungen 
der besonderen Verhältnisse an ihren Anstalten; allen sei für ihre Be- 
mühungen an dieser Stelle herzlich gedankt. Im folgenden verzeichne 
ich tabellarisch die Ergebnisse der Umfrage. Dass sich aus solchen Auf- 
stellungen kein genaues Bild gewinnen lässt, weiss ich sehr wohl: fehlen 
doch in meiner Liste mehrere der bedeutendsten Universitäten. Indessen 
sind von allen Teilen des Landes genug Antworten eingelaufen, eine an- 
nähernd richtige Gesamtanschauung zu ermöglichen. 



